
Letter from the Chair
Children in our foster care system waiting for loving parents deserve to be in homes with families
that will nurture their growth and help them reach optimal levels of functioning. Even though we have
thousands of children waiting in foster care for that opportunity, our society continues to discriminate
against same-sex parenting. Gay and lesbian individuals who wish to start their own families often
encounter public prejudice and face obstacles from the legal system, adoption agencies, and foster
care organizations. 

Inside this issue, Kathryn Wehrmann poses important questions on same-sex parent adoptions in her
interview with Dr. Jeanne Howard. Howard encourages social workers to advocate for legislation
that would enable same-sex parents to become foster care and adoptive parents for the many
children waiting for permanent homes. Throughout the interview, Howard grounds her responses in
existing research and uses current legislative practices across the United States to point out the
benefits of encouraging and allowing same-sex parents to adopt children in the child welfare system. 

In her article, Children of LGBT Parents Are Twice as Likely to Live in Poverty, Heather Craig-Oldsen
discusses a study that reveals how existing legislation contributes to the increasing number of
children from LGBT families who live in poverty. She highlights how laws deny basic entitlement
benefits and other services to children living with same-sex parents. Craig-Oldsen highlights
recommendations from the study and asserts that these recommendations can be supported by
NASW chapters. 

All children, especially those waiting in our foster care system, deserve a loving family. It is our
responsibility as social workers to advocate for parents, regardless of sexual orientation, who wish
to provide a “forever home” for the most vulnerable members of our society.

Ana M. Leon, PhD, ACSW, LCSW
Oviedo, Florida
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This interview was conducted with Jeanne
Howard, PhD, by Kathryn Wehrmann, PhD,
NASW National Board Member, for publication
in NASW’s Child Welfare Practice Newsletter. 

Jeanne Howard, PhD, is director
of the Center for Adoption
Studies at Illinois State
University (ISU) and policy
director of the Donaldson
Adoption Institute of New York.
A professor emeritus of the
School of Social Work at ISU,
Dr. Howard has conducted
research on adoption for over
25 years. Much of this work
has been done in collaboration

with colleague Susan Smith.
Their adoption-related research
has been honored by the U.S.
Department of Health and
Human Services through the
2002 Adoption Excellence
Award for applied research, by
the U.S. Congressional Coalition
on Adoption Institute and the
State of Illinois. Howard is the
author of multiple monographs,
books, book chapters, and
articles about adoption, with an
emphasis on adoption from the
child welfare system. 
Howard is served as an expert
adviser in the same-sex

adoption and same-sex
marriage case, Deboer v.
Snyder, which was heard in
United States District Court.

Dr. Howard, based on your work
with the Donaldson Institute,
what can social workers do to
positively influence opportunities
for children that may exist in
same-sex parent adoptions?  

My research and that of others
has taught me that same sex
parents are a very important
resource for waiting children. In
fact, some have speculated that

the experience of “difference”
that has informed the identity
formation and coping of
lesbian and gay adults may put
them in a particularly good
position to guide children who
must cope with the difference of
having been in foster care and
having been adopted.

Further, there is some, although
limited, research to support that
the children with the most special
challenges related to histories
of loss and deprivation fare
slightly better when parented
by gay or lesbian parents.

REDUCING BARRIERS TO SAME
SEX PARENT ADOPTIONS: An
Interview with Dr. Jeanne Howard
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           not served at all by the public education system. 
Social workers can take many
steps to make sure that strong,
committed, and caring gays
and lesbians are not only
accepted, but warmly
welcomed into the roles of
foster and adoptive parents.
One of the most important
things we must do is to work
constantly to strike down laws,
policies, and practices that
disallow or discourage gay and
lesbian adults from adopting. 

So, to begin with, social
workers must advocate for state
legislatures to end legal and de
facto restrictions on adoption by
gays and lesbians in states where
such restrictions exist. While no
state currently bans adoption by
gay or lesbian individuals since
Florida’s ban was struck down,
two states (Utah and Mississippi)
will not allow a child to be
adopted in a home with same-
sex parents. This reduces the
number of available, caring
potential parents.

We must also advocate
expanding joint and second-
parent adoption in states where
there are restrictions. The
failure to allow both parents in
a same-sex couple to adopt is
widespread. While 21 states
clearly allow joint adoption or
second-parent adoption for
same-sex couples, the rest of the
states offer no such protections
or even specifically disallow
this. There have been state
court decisions restricting joint
or second-parent adoption by
same-sex couples in Michigan,
Kentucky, Nebraska, and Ohio.
In many others, the likelihood
that both parents can adopt
varies from region to region.
When only one parent can be
the legal parent this creates a
great deal of vulnerability for
children, including the inability
to be guaranteed that the non-
legal parent will automatically

get guardianship when the
legal parent dies, and the right
to be covered by Social
Security or other benefits
through the non-legal parent.

We must also advocate for
revision of agency policies and
practices that may limit
consideration of gay and
lesbian individuals and couples
as adoptive resources. This
includes advocating for agencies
to develop clear statements in
support of gay and lesbian
adoption rather than to permit a
“don’t ask, don’t tell” approach,
Agencies must also be competent
to serve same sex couples.
Social workers must advocate
for the development of initiatives
in agencies to help workers,
supervisors, and agency
leaders examine their attitudes,
recognizing that familial and
social attitudes often lead to
unrealized homophobia and
heterosexism. 

Beyond this, we must participate
in the development of open
policies toward and contacts
with the gay/lesbian community,
engaging in genuine and
informed outreach. 

We should also affirm the value
of gay- and lesbian-led families
by including them in outreach
efforts, training materials, and
parent panels. 

Further, we should regularly
conduct program evaluations
with these parents and their
children to ensure sufficient
resources, training, and 
support to improve post-
adoption success. 

While social attitudes are quickly
evolving, we must still focus on
determining how best to include
older foster children in decision
making, recognizing those
adopted by gay/lesbian parents

may encounter prejudice, as do
children adopted across race or
ethnicity, and arm these families
with information and support to
counter such prejudice.

For additional recommendations,
please refer to: http://adoption
institute.org/impact/issue-areas/
?swpquery=expanding+
resources+for+children&=
&submit=Search

What are some key findings of
the research you have
participated in that social
workers should know? 

A study conducted by the
Donaldson Adoption Institute
gives us important insights. I
think it is important that social
workers know that this study
found that over 50 percent of
lesbian and gay parents
adopted children from the 
child welfare system, and 60
percent adopted transracially.
These findings demonstrate that
non-heterosexual individuals
and couples are important
resources for children who
linger in foster care.

For social workers in adoption
agencies, it is critical to know
that “gay-affirmative” images
and information in the agency’s
marketing materials – website,
brochures, newsletters, and
recruitment documents – increase
the comfort and confidence of
non-heterosexuals in working
with the agency and its staff.
The message that agencies
give—spoken and unspoken—
really matters.

The same study found over 80
percent of lesbians and gays
report that they voluntarily
shared information about their
sexual orientation with their
adoption workers, and most
workers responded in a positive
and accepting manner. Seventy-

five percent were also generally
satisfied with the professionalism
and competence of their workers,
but fewer than half felt the same
way about the knowledge and
sensitivity regarding LGBT
issues and family life. It is
important that social workers
increase their knowledge and
competency in this area.

Adoptive parents reported
feeling more satisfied with their
experience when they were
comfortable disclosing
information about their sexual
orientation to agency staff,
received positive reactions, and
obtained good pre-adoption
preparation and support.

About one-third of the adoptions
by lesbians and gay men in the
survey were “open,” and the
birth families’ initial reactions
upon learning of their sexual
orientation were strongly
positive (73 percent). That is
important for workers to know—
that their fears that birth parents
will not be comfortable with the
child being adopted by gay or
lesbian parents are not borne
out. Interestingly, gay male
couples more often reported
having been chosen because of
their sexual orientation than did
lesbians, explaining that the
birth mothers expressed a
desire to remain the child’s
“only” mother.

It is important that lesbian and
gay parents receive preparation
in managing sexual orientation
issues in family life. While
attitudes are rapidly changing,
these families may well face
stigma and their children will
need to be armed to manage
potential prejudice. Further, in
states where only one parent
can adopt, parents need to be
fully informed on ways to
legally protect their children.
Only 20 percent of lesbian and



gay parents received any pre-
adoption preparation related to
the sexual orientation. Only 13
percent indicated any post-
adoption training in this area.

Given that many children who
are adopted by gay and lesbian
parents are of a different race
or culture than those who adopt
them, social workers must
examine how best to prepare
parents to raise their children.
The “double difference” that
children must make sense of
when they are adopted by gay
or lesbian parents and into
families where their parents are
white while they are not, poses
special challenges. While the
Interethnic Placement Act,
unfortunately, makes it difficult to

require parents adopting across
race to receive specialized
training, we must make every
effort to offer ongoing training
on racial issues, the intersection
of racism and homophobia,
and how parents can arm their
children to respond to prejudice.

For more on Donaldson study
findings related to agency
practices, please go to: 
http://adoptioninstitute.org/
impact/issue-areas/?swpquery=
expanding+resources+best+
practices&=&submit=Search

Based on the current state of
policy related to gay and
lesbian adoption, please share
your concerns.

My biggest concern is that
misinformation and prejudice
interfere with children finding
permanent, loving homes. We
have decades of studies on how
children raised by same-sex
parents fare, and these studies
consistently find that these
children do well, on a par with
children raised by opposite-sex
parents. What we learn over
and over again is that it is the
quality of parenting—warmth,
flexibility, dedication, and
attunement—that leads to
positive outcomes for children.
The sexual orientation of
parents does not. We can draw
similar conclusions from the
relatively small but growing
research on adoption by gay
and lesbian parents.

But despite this, political
posturing and bigotry continue
to make it difficult for qualified,
caring same-sex couples to
adopt. We have over 102,000
children languishing in foster
care waiting to be adopted this
minute. The literature on what
becomes of youth who age out
of foster care without families is
profoundly disturbing. Anything
that reduces the number of
potential adopters, simply
based on outmoded prejudices,
does harm to these children
and compromises their futures.
Social workers must assure that
gay and lesbian prospective
adoptive parents are sought out
and well served.



In October 2011, the Movement
Advancement Project, Family
Equality Council, Center for
American Progress, Evan B.
Donaldson Adoption Institute,
Child Welfare League of
America, and National
Association of Social Workers
collaborated to publish a
ground breaking analysis of the
status of the 2 million children
in the United States being raised
by lesbian, gay, bisexual, or
transgender (LGBT) parents. The
study, All Children Matter: How
Legal and Social Inequalities
Hurt LGBT Families, examines
the status of LGBT families and
demonstrates how these families
are an important part of the
American fabric. Although
decades of research shows that
children of LGBT parents grow
up as happy, healthy, and well
adjusted as their peers, they do
so facing much more adversity
than other children. A follow-up
study, Strengthening Economic
Security for Children Living in
LGBT Families, published in
January 2012, focuses on the
many ways laws systematically
deprive children of LGBT parents.

According to the research, 2
million children of gay and
lesbian parents live in 96

percent of U.S. counties.
Outdated and harmful laws
frequently ignore these children.
For example, laws in many
states deny permanent family
ties for children awaiting
adoption. According to the
study, these laws deny children
of LGBT families legal ties to
both their parents, resulting in
families living in fear due to
uncertain family ties. It is not
uncommon for children of LGBT
parents to be denied the right to
stay with a parent in cases of
divorce or death of a parent.  

One of the most striking findings
of the study is that children of
LGBT parents are twice as likely
to live in poverty. Because of
laws that define family in ways
that exclude LGBT families,
children are frequently deprived
of insurance benefits, health
care, inheritance, and other
benefits available to other
children. The study provides an
exceptional analysis of specific
ways laws and policies also
deny basic government aid and
safety net programs to children
of LGBT parents simply because
their family doesn’t meet a legal
definition of family in a
particular state. It is not unusual
for children of LGBT parents to

be denied access to parents’
health insurance coverage,
Social Security Survivor
benefits, inheritance, and more. 

Clearly, public policy has not
kept up with the changing
reality of the American family.
Social workers are in a position
to advocate for common-sense
policy solutions that address the
needs of LGBT families. Broad
recommendations from the
study, which can be supported
by the Iowa NASW state
chapter, include:

• Legalize marriage for same-
sex couples in all states (Iowa
is a leader here, of course).

• Federally recognize marriage
for same-sex couples. 

• Legally recognize families by
passing comprehensive
parental recognition laws at
the state level. 

• Revise the Internal Revenue
Service (IRS) tax code to
provide equitable treatment
for LGBT families and
children in LGBT families. 

• Provide pathways to
immigration and citizenship
for binational LGBT families. 

• Advance equal access
to health insurance
and care. 

• Modernize archaic
wrongful death and 
intestacy statutes. 

• Define “family” broadly
across federal government
programs.  

• Revise requirements,
definitions and priorities 
for TANF to reflect today’s
families. 

• Ensure equal access for 
LGBT families to food and
nutrition assistance. 

• Increase access to public
housing and housing
assistance. 

• Revise Medicaid and the
Children’s Health Insurance
Program (CHIP) to be
inclusive of LGBT families. 

• Revise the federal Social
Security Act to broaden the
definition of spouse and child
to include diverse families in
the sections on Supplemental
Security Income (SSI). 

• Broaden the definition of
family for child care and
early assistance programs. 

HEATHER CRAIG-OLDSEN, MSW

CHILDREN OF
LGBT PARENTS
Are Twice as
Likely to Live 
in Poverty*



The study’s recommendations 
for community-based
organizations provide possible
direction for social workers
working at the local level. These
recommendations include: 

• Designate an in-house staff
person or team to stay
current on issues important to
LGBT families.

• Create culturally competent,
targeted outreach programs
for LGBT families.

• Facilitate safety net program
eligibility for low-income
LGBT families or partner with
another organization that
does so.

• Document the services
provided to, and unmet
needs of, low-income LGBT
families as part of program
outcomes measurement and
strategic planning processes.

• Design general program
offerings to be inclusive of,
and sensitive to, low-income
LGBT families, including
LGBT people of color.
Expand education and
cultural competency training.

• Partner with legal services or
other organizations to create
state-specific guidebooks.

• Identify local attorneys and
CPAs who are willing to
provide pro bono or sliding
fee legal and tax-related
services to low-income 
LGBT families.

• Ensure that information and
referral mechanisms are in
place to quickly refer low-
income LGBT families.

• Collaborate with agencies to
create training programs for
frontline and supervisory
workers designed to ensure
that low-income LGBT

families are treated with
respect, receive culturally
appropriate services and are
free from discrimination.

• Help ensure consistent
treatment of low-income LGBT
families and streamline
application processing.

• Ensure that frontline workers
and supervisors know about
the in-house staff or team that
specializes in LGBT issues.

• Expand “welcoming schools”
training programs to include
specific challenges and
supports needed by low-
income LGBT families so that
teachers and administrators
can encourage families to
access services and
programs that can support
their children. 

• Create and provide targeted
training for school guidance
counselors and social workers

on safety net services for low-
income LGBT families.

Heather Craig-Oldsen, MSW, Associate
Professor of Social Work at Briarcliff
University, is a member of the NASW
National Committee on Lesbian, Gay,
Bi-Sexual and Transgender Issues.
*This article was reprinted from the
NASW-Iowa chapter newsletter with
permission from the author.

RESOURCES
Find reports, summaries, 
and more at the Movement
Advancement Project 
(MAP) website:
http://lgbtmap.org/lgbt-families 

For more information about
NASW’s work on LGBT issues,
go to: www.socialworkers.org/
diversity/new/lgbt.asp

Social worker and NASW member Ellen Kahn has been the director of the Human Rights Campaign (HRC) Family Project since 2005, where

she oversees the All Children – All Families initiative.i Ms. Kahn has been a champion in building a permanency bridge between LGBT adults

and foster children. As the campaign’s director, Ms. Kahn has been able to provide a national policy and practice framework for improving

LGBT cultural competency with more than 74 child welfare agencies. Ms. Kahn received her BS from Temple University and MSS from the

Bryn Mawr School of Social Work.

i For more information about All Children – All Families, visit www.hrc.org/resources/entry/all-children-all-families-about-the-initiative

Child Welfare Professional Profile

MEET ELLEN KAHN



750 FIRST STREET NE
WASHINGTON, DC 20002

For more information, visit
SocialWorkers.org/Sections

Did You Know?
Social workers have battled child

maltreatment for more than 100

years, and to the battle they bring

a unique body of knowledge. 

Call for Social Work Practitioner 
Submissions

NASW invites current social work practitioners to submit brief 
articles for our specialty practice publications. Topics must be 
relevant to one or more of the following specialized areas: 

For submission details and author guidelines, go to
SocialWorkers.org/Sections. If you need more information, 
email sections@naswdc.org.

• Administration/Supervision
• Aging
• Alcohol, Tobacco, and 

Other Drugs
• Child Welfare
• Children, Adolescents, 

and Young Adults

• Health
• Mental Health
• Private Practice
• School Social Work
• Social and Economic 

Justice & Peace
• Social Work and the Courts




